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Alternative Leadership in South Vietnam 

INTRODUCTION. The following paper is in two sections. 

♦ 

first discusses the possibilities of trying to chan ge the 
complexion of the present regime , by making changes in certain 
key positions, while Diem and Njju remain in power. The second 

W xll discuss individuals who ^fould be used to form an entirely 

< 

new GVN in the event that Diem, Nhu, and their immediate 
supporters were removed from power . 

I. LIMITED ALTERNATIVES. 

1. Although there are available in Saigon a certain num- 
ber of technically capable individuals who, if given a high- 
level GVN position, would do an acceptable job, it is highly 
doubtful that the insertion of such people into the GVN> as 
presently constituted, is worth pursuing as a major US policy 
goal. The following points support this conclusion: 

a. With Diem and Nhu retaining their levels of power, the 
basic image of the GVN will not be changed by the appearance of 
new faces at secondary levels, nor will the policy of the GVN be 

noticeably modified. 

b. No truly significant opposition figure, such as Trx 
Quang or Dr . Dan, would consent to serve under Diem or Nhu, as 
this would destroy their future political viability, nor could 
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Diem or Nhu be expected to accept such individuals into the GVN. 

c. Given the present situation in South Vietnam, in 
which Diem and Nhu hold the vast preponderance of power, any 
individuals inserted into the GVN cabinet or other key positions, 
would be regarded as puppets and tools of Diem and Nhu. Their 

effectiveness would thus be reduced. 

d GVN cabinet reshuffles have been made in the past, 

/ 

and their domestic and foreign^ impact has been limited. The best 
that could be hoped for is that by playing up such cabinet reshuffles 
in the US and other concerned countries, the impression might be 
given that the GVN was attempting to modify some of its policies. 

2. It is thus, recommended that the question of "limited 
alternatives" not be considered as a tool of major importance in 
bringing about desired changes in South Vietnam. 

3. If Nhu were to be removed from a position of power, the 
question of limited alternatives could then be looked at in a 
different light. It is probable that (a) more people would be 
■filling to serve in the GVN and (b) they might possess some 

degree of independent authority. 

4. The following individuals should be considered in a 

limited alternatives program (per para 3 above): 


Vu Quoc Thuc, Dean of Saigon University Law School 
Nguyen Thanh Lap, Prominent Private Banker 
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Tran Ngoc Lien, developer of agricultural cooperatives 
Tran Trung Dung, former Assistant Defense Minister 
Tran Van Lam, former Nalional Assembly President 
General Duong Van •’Big'* Minh 

Dang Due Khoi , Deputy Director General of Information 
Tran Van Dinh, Counsellor of Embassy in Washington 
Tran Kim Phuong, Charge d' Affair in Kuala Lumpur 
General Tran Van Don 

/ 

Tran Van Trai , Chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee 

/ 

of the National Assembly 
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II. AN ALTERNATIVE GOVERNMENT 


5 . The question of an alternative government for South 
Vietnam which could replace the Ngo family regime involves 
different considerations and personalities from those noted with 
reference to a cabinet shuffle or restructuring of the present 
GVN which relieves Diem as Chief of State. 

6. General Considerations y US interests require a cooperative 
y 

anti-Communist government in JJaigon which is politically viable, 

/ 

t 

can successfully prosecute the war against the Viet Cong, and 
is capable of making progress toward the common long range ob- 
jectives of the US and free Vietnam. 

7. Overall US objectives in South Vietnam are more 
likely to be attained by a predominantly civilian government with 
some military participation (and, of course, military support) 
than by a junta or government with a predominantly military 
cast. 

8. Although we cannot discount the possibility of 

a more or less spontaneous popular uprising in Saigon of sufficient 
magnitude to topple the present regime, the Ngo family will 
probably not be ousted in the near future unless it is deposed by 
a military coup. The officers leading a military coup, however, 
might not be willing to share political power with civilians, 
especially civilians who had shared none of the risks involved. 

If US alternative planning is to be realistic and practical, we 
must consider a type of basically civilian government that is at 
least potentially saleable to the necessary elements of the South 




and the prime minister were both civilians for reasons of practical 
politics it may be necessary for one or both of these posts to 
be filled by a military officer. Should this prove to be the case, 
the best military candidate is Major General Duong van Minh , who 
probably commands more general respect both within and without 
the army than any other military figure. General Minh's considerable 

r 

military talents, however, woul,d be largely wasted in such a position 

and he would be much more useful to the US and to Vietnam as 

T ran Van Pop 

Chief of the Joint General Staff. General isaLXgamiXESlig would 

the Prime Minister 

also merit consideration for positions. 

He is one of the most competent officers in the Vietnamese 
army, has the breadth of background necessary to discharge an 
essentially political position and would probably work well with 
the US. 

12. In the present situation, a serving officer should 
probably be named Minister of Defense, particularly if the 
chief of state and premier should both be civilians. This would 
be the best position for General Le van Kim and would be the 
role in which he could be most effective. General Duong van Minh 
is another possible candidate for Minister of Defense, though, 

as noted above, he would be most useful as Chief of the Joint 
General Staff. 

13. Regardless of the titular positions held by military 
officers in a new government installed by military coup d 1 etat 
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real authority in that government would initially rest with the 

officers who put it in power. At the outset, the positions of 

any civilians named to high office by the military would be more 

honorific than functional. The extent to which such civilians 

could assume actual control of the government would depend 

partly on the military's willingness to transfer its authority 

and pr imar ily on these civilians' ability to win the military’s 

/ 

respect and obedience • 

/ 

14. Key Civilians 

a, . Possible Chiefs of State . If this post can be filled 
by a civil’* *” the following three individuals merit serious 
consideration: 

(1) Ex-Foreign Minister Vu van Mau , who has won 
domestic and international repute by his recent protest actions. 

(2) Vice President Nguyen ngoc Tho. 

(3) Tran van Lam, former President of the National 
Assembly, now Ambassador to Australia and New Zealand, who is a 
Southerner and the type of person who could make a very popular 

chief of state. 

b. Possible Premiers . There are three civilians who could 
probably fill this post effectively and in a manner consonant 

with US interests and objectives: 

(1) Tran trung Dung, who was Assistant Secretary of 

State for National Defense (i.e., defense minister, though Diem 
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technically held the portfolio) from 1955 until 1960, when he re- 
signed in frustration over his inability to keep the Palace 
from diminishing the army’s effectiveness by its political 
meddling in military affairs. 

(2) Hoang co Thuy , the only civilian in the inner circle 
of the group which planned and ^staged the November 1960 coup 

attempt and its choice for premier of the new regime. 

* 

(3) Tran quoc Buu , the heads of South Vietnam’s 
largest, most effective labor union confederation. 

c. Cabinet Candidates . The persons noted above are 
qualified for a senior cabinet post if not chosen for the position 
with reference to which they were initially mentioned. There are 
also a number of other politically viable and capable anti- 
communist nationalists who could make a useful contribution at the > 

cabinet level. For example, we believe an effective cabinet could | 

i 

be constructed out of the following panel: 

t 

(1) Pham khac Suu , a respected oppositionist, outstanding 
agronomist, and Diem's first Minister of Agriculture. 

(2) Pham huy Quat , a Dai Viet leader, Minister of Defense 
and Education in pre-Diem governments and in 1955 considered by 
many in both Saigon and Washington a preferable alternative to Diem. 

(3) Dinh trinh Chinh , a forceful young lawyer who 
would effectively perform the duties now discharged by Nguyen dinh 
Thuan as Secretary of State at the Presidency. 


(4) Nguyen huu Chau, Thuan’ s predecessor, now in exile 
because of his marital ppoblems with Mine. Nhu's sister. 



(5) Vu var. Thai, a brilliant and able economist, formerly 
the effective Director of Budget and Foreign Aid. 

(g) Nguyen huu Hanh , an able young banker who would be 

the best candidate for Minister of Finance. 

( 7 ) Nguyen thanh Lap . Saigon’s leading private banker who 

could play any of several key roles. 

(g) Tran ngoc Lien , a competent technician not 
unduly tarnished by his subordinate position in the present 

regime. 

(9) Tran kim Phoung, now ^GYN charge in Kuala Lumpur 
and another competent young technician. 

t 

( 10 ) Nguyen Thai , Former Director General of the Vietnam 
Press, now in exile— and a good potential Minister of Informa- 


tion. 


( 11 ) Vu quoc Thuc, now Dean of the Saigon University 


Law Faculty, could be a competent Minister of Justice, as could 
Bui thong Huan, ex-Dean of the Law Faculty in Hue, who is not/ m 


jail . 


(12) Several other officials of the present government 


who play essentially technical roles also merit consideration— 
e.g., Rural Affairs Minister Tran le Quang , now Chief of Cabinet 

in the Ministry of Labor. 

(13) If specific Buddhist representation is desired, 
consideration could be given to Mai tho Truyen , South Vietnam s 
leading lay Buddhist and Vice President of the World Fellowship 
of Buddhists — or, possibly, Bonze Tri Quang . 
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(14) If specifically Catholic representation is 
wanted, some cabinet role could be played by Nguyen van Can, a 
prominent lay Catholic intellectual, or ex-Province Chief 
Nguyen Tran . 

(15) If some nod is to be made to exile circles, a 

cabinet might include either Nguyen Ton Hoan or Dr. Pham huy 

Co, both now based in Paris. Hoan, the leader of the Southern 

f 

faction of the Dai Viet Party, /is probably the more competent 

/ 

♦ 

of the two. 

11. Conclusions . There can be no advance guarantee that 
any new government will necessarily prove more effective than 
the present regime. Any new leaders will be largely unknown 
quantities politically — as was Diem when he assumed the Premier 
ship in 1954. On balance, however, there is reason to believe 
that a government constructed along the lines and with the 
individuals outlined in this memorandum would be politically 
viable, acceptable to the South Vietnamese army and the public, 
and capable of prosecuting the war effort effectively. 

12. It should be noted, however, that this memorandum is 
not an exercise in prediction. It has attempted to delineate 
what we consider the optimum alternative government in terms 
of US interests and objectives, the alternative we believe the 
US should endeavor to see installed if the present regime is 
deposed. It is a politically realistic alternative, but its 
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but its establishment is not likely to be effected without 
conscious US effort to this end. 

13. The type of government herein outlined would almost 
certainly be transitional. As events unfolded and various in- 
dividuals had the chance to demonstrate their force and compe- 
tence — or lack thereof — new centers or alignments of power would 

undoubtedly come to the fore. .Such a government might prove no 

/ 

more than a facade for a military junta, whose effective leaders 
might hold no, or nominal, governmental titles. On the other 
hand, if the civilians included in its composition (or others sub- 
sequently enrolled) prove effective and capable — and if continuing, 
discreet US pressure is applied to this end — such a government 
might develop into a viable political entity under genuine 
civilian control. Which path the new governmentwould take, 
however, is something that cannot be confidently predicted 
at the present time. 
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